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This valedictory lecture discusses the concept of Respectability in South 
African history. It argues that the ideal of a respectable life-style, largely 
according to Western and Christian criteria, was, and remains, a powerful 
drive for the construction of the South African black middle class.  This 
began with the first Christian converts among the Khoekhoe in the early 
nineteenth century, and continued with the incorporation of Africans 
into the colonial economy, especially after the beginnings of the mineral 
revolution later in the century. Nevertheless, for all that they followed 
colonial prescriptions, these men and women were not accepted by white 
colonial society as their equals. The resulting feeing of reflection did much 
to fuel the continued, and ultimately successful, resistance to segregation 
and apartheid.
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Meneer de Decaan, distinguished guests, zeer geachte toehoorders,
Allereerst verontschuldig ik mij voor het feit dat ik U op deze 
Nederlandse universiteit in het Engels ga toespreken. Maar ik 
doe dat vanwege het grote aantal aanwezigen dat het Neder-
lands niet beheerst.
“In my beginning is my end.” So, famously, begins East Coker, 
the second of T.S. Eliot’s Four Quartets. It seems a good text 
for a valedictory lecture. For me, today, the beginning which 
matters came when I first arrived in Africa. This was in early 
February 1967, thus close on 48 years ago, by ship at the Vic-
toria and Alfred Docks in Cape Town. There I was met by the 
then head of the Bolus Herbarium of the University of Cape 
Town - it was neither the first nor the last time that I benefited 
from the wide reach of the Botanical network to which my fa-
ther belonged. After a couple of days in the city, I was put on a 
train which, two days later, disgorged me in Lobatse, in south-
east Botswana. I was then to spend the next eight months 
teaching - a slight euphemism, I fear - at Moeding College, 
some twenty-five kilometres north of Lobatse. My engagement 
with the African continent, and especially its southern tier, has 
since then never faltered. 
 
I could say much more about the journey, and about the 
school and its pupils, a high proportion of whom were older 
than I was, as a callow seventeen-year old. But those who I 
would like to remember here were my fellow members of staff. 
Moeding College had been founded about six years earlier 
to replace the Tiger Kloof Institution, the main school of the 
Congregationalist London Missionary Society, the LMS, in 
South Africa.1 This had had to close as a result of the imposi-
tion of Bantu education by the apartheid government, which 
made the provision of a liberal and progressive schooling for 
Africans impossible. Through this mission school I came into 
the world of the Congregational missionaries, and in some 
ways I have never left it. Through much of the last half-cen-
tury, I have worked on Southern African societies which have 
been profoundly influenced by the ethos of the LMS. Beside 
the missionaries at the school, the staff consisted of black 
South Africans, all of them graduates of Fort Hare University, 
the profoundly Christian college in the Eastern Cape, from 
whence the great majority of black South African graduates 
at that time emerged. From these people, from Leonard and 
Ndiki Ngcongco, from Phophi and Doreen Nteta, from George 
Kgoroba, from Miriam Manqalaza, from Seth Lekoape and 
the others I learnt much, above all on the double meaning of 
respectability. 
Respectability is one of the key concepts by which the his-
tory of Southern Africa can be comprehended.2 I would like 
to spend this, my final lecture as professor of African History, 
exploring some of its intricacies. In this way I can show the 
interrelations of a large number of the themes with which I 
have been concerned over the years. What I will be arguing, in 
short is, first, that from the early nineteenth century onwards, 
some Black South Africans claimed respect, in the full sense, 
from colonialists, and, secondly, that the fact that they did not 
receive it played a significant role in their political opposi-
tion to successive South African governments. Respectability 
entails, on the one hand, showing respect to those who have 
power, by behaving in such ways as were prescribed by such 
individuals - missionaries in the first instance, but also increas-
ingly the agents of the colonial government. On the other hand 
respectability was at least equally about the claim by respect-
able people that they be granted respect by the society in which 
they found themselves. More than anything else it was this that 
my friends at Moeding had not received in South Africa. This 
rejection led them to choose an exile that was not formal. Most 
of them, as far as I remember, were at that time able to enter 
the Republic as it suited them, although Leonard Ngcongco 
had been prohibited from teaching history in South Africa.3 
Nonetheless their exile was a protest against their exclusion 
from the sorts of positions that they were to enjoy in Botswa-
na. Here, at least, their qualities and equality were recognised.
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If I had first come across respectable Africans during my time 
at Moeding, I encountered them in the archives for the first 
time during the research for my Ph.D. dissertation some four 
years later. I was inducted into the historical profession, not 
just by my supervisors at Cambridge, Ronald Robinson and 
John Iliffe, but also by Miss Irene Fletcher, archivist extraor-
dinary and custodian of the papers of the London Missionary 
Society, now the Congregational Council for World Missions. 
As a fellow native of Sidcup, she was also what the South Af-
ricans would call a homegirl of mine. From her, and from the 
LMS archive, I learnt how in the mid-nineteenth century a 
small group of people, living in the dry lands to the north of 
the Gariep - Orange - river, came to build statelets for them-
selves in a testy collaboration with the missionaries of the 
LMS. The Griquas, for such they were, were rich in stock and 
in land, and used that wealth to live a life which resembled as 
closely as possible the lifestyle followed by the leaders of the 
Colony which they had left. In this they had varied success, just 
as their political and economic life was complicated and by no 
means always successful. It was an ideal subject for a disserta-
tion, and I have benefitted from it ever since.4
The Griquas of Philippolis were part of a much wider move-
ment of men and women of Khoekhoe descent. The Khoekhoe 
societies of the Cape and its surrounding areas were probably 
the most harshly colonised of all the peoples of Southern Africa. 
In the course of the eighteenth century, they lost their herds, 
their lands and their political organisation. In the nineteenth 
century they would also lose their language and their very 
names. The reaction to the far-going deracination was, natural-
ly enough, varied. Many found a temporary solace in drink and 
dagga (marijuana). These men and women formed the basis 
for the stereotypes which whites had of the drunken Khoekhoe. 
Others came to accept the rules imposed on them by the mis-
sion churches and rebuilt their lives on the precepts of sobriety, 
monogamy and order. In exchange they hoped to acquire their 
Civil Rights in the colony.5 Among the men and women who 
followed this message, many came to settle in the upper Kat 
River valley in the Eastern Cape, where they built a temporarily 
flourishing community. I have indeed spent much of the last 
dozen years researching and writing about this settlement.
These people were proud of what they had achieved. Three 
short examples: Andries Stoffels, a leader of the settlement, 
went to England in 1836 as a prime exhibit of the London Mis-
sionary Society. Famously, he informed the Evangelical public 
of London that: 
“the word of God has brought my nation so far that if 
a Hottentot young lady and an English young lady were 
walking with their faces from me, I would take them both 
to be English ladies… We are coming on, we are improv-
ing, we will soon all be one. The Bible makes all nations 
one”.6
Or there was the short obituary written for Thys Jurie by his 
friend, the missionary James Read:
He was the best of husbands, an affectionate father, the 
best of neighbours, a good agriculturalist, his lands, gar-
den, house and person were all in unison with his mind. 
Altho’ a man of colour he was in his dress and address the 
Gentleman. He had once to call at a house in Graham’s 
Town, the servant opening the door and not taking notice 
of the face ran and said there was a gentleman at the door 
- he was ordered to the Parlour, but when the Lady came 
she was surprised to find that it was a gentleman with a 
brown face.7
Even those of the Kat River settlers who in 1851 went into 
rebellion against the British and a few years later were high in 
the mountains of the Transkei - it’s a long story, read my lat-
est book - explained their reluctance to return to the colony 
because:
“... many of them were respectable men before the rebel-
lion, and had their own establishments; but now if they 
return to the colony, they see no other way open to them 
of obtaining a living than that of monthly service or 
day-labour, atwhich mode of life they do not hesitate to 
express very plainly their repugnance”.8
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In the aftermath of the Kat River rebellion, strident and politi-
cal claims for the benefits of respectability were no longer an 
option for the Khoekhoe, now becoming “coloureds”, though 
the men who had retained some property had won the right 
to vote under the Cape’s non-racial constitution of 1853. It is, 
incidentally, easy to forget that the Cape Colony had one of 
the world’s most liberal and all-inclusive constitutions from 
the 1850s till 1910. However, mission schools and the accom-
panying ideologies of respectability were beginning to gain 
more acceptance among the amaXhosa – “Ama”, of course is 
the prefix which denotes “people” – the African group which 
had taken the main thrust of colonial expansion through the 
middle of the nineteenth century. They incurred several heavy 
defeats in war, and finally succumbed following the National 
Suicide of the Cattle Killing, when most of the amaXhosa 
listened to the prophets and destroyed their crops and their 
cattle in a last desperate attempt to recreate, through the resus-
citation of the ancestors, the world they had lost in the wars.9 
Thereafter, many of the amaXhosa were beginning to see the 
advantages of abandoning the armed struggle and firing, as 
Isaac Wauchope said, with a loaded pen.10
The conversion of South Africans to Christianity was initially 
slow, except among those of Khoekhoe descent whose social 
structures had collapsed under colonial pressure during the 
eighteenth century. In general, for a long time, only those men 
and women who were in some sense outcasts from the society 
in which they had grown up came to accept the messages of 
the missionaries. There were a number of notable Southern 
African rulers for whom the presence of the missionaries 
provided an opportunity for intellectual discussions, as they 
attempted to discover the roots of European power. Sechele 
of the Bakwena in modern Botswana in his discussions with 
David Livingstone,11 King Moshoeshoe of Lesotho with Eugène 
Casalis,12 a French missionary of Huguenot descent even 
Maqoma of the amaXhosa with Henry Calderwood, a Scot-
tish minister,13 were amongst these. But they did not convert, 
or significantly change their lifestyle. Before large numbers of 
Africans made that change, colonial pressure had to have bro-
ken the mainsprings of society. In the Eastern Cape, it was after 
the Cattle Killing that churches and schools began to be filled. 
In the North of the country, it was primarily the ex-slaves, 
brought up in Trekker households, who came to fill the con-
gregations of the various, mainly German, mission churches of 
the Transvaal.
 
Converts had a choice. Among the amaXhosa, they were 
known as the amagqob’oka - the people with a hole in the 
heart. This term might be interpreted as those who had had 
their hearts pierced by the light of the Lord, but equally might 
be those who had no heart for their fellow men and women, 
the hard people - amagogotwa - who were too selfish to par-
ticipate in the Cattle Killing. And until deep in the twentieth 
century, there were those in Xhosaland who shunned the ac-
ceptance of Western ways, in clothing, education or religion. 
They were described as the Reds, from the Ochre they smeared 
into their blankets.14 The alternative was to go to school, to 
accept the rules of the churches and to earn money in the 
economy of the whites. These were the people who became 
known, in a glorious mixture of isiXhosa and English, as the 
amaRespectables.
 
Respectability entailed the adoption of a range of the attributes 
of the European colonisers of Southern Africa, notably their 
religion, their specific moral codes, their schooling and much 
of their material culture. The religion was that of mainstream 
Christianity, initially above all Protestantism in its manifold 
varieties, but also, later and to a lesser degree, Catholicism. In 
general, African initiated churches, when they emerged, were 
seen as less reputable. The missionary churches could have 
ambivalent attitudes towards the material improvement of 
their congregations. They feared that their converts would get 
above themselves, and suffer from the sin of pride. This can 
best be symbolised by the bonfire which the Lutheran mission-
aries in Pretoria made of the crinolines flaunted, as they would 
have said, by the young ladies of their congregations.15 But the 
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growth of prosperity was not to be held back, as the Webe-
rian relationship between religious ethics and worldly success 
kicked in once again.
 
As much as the churches, it was the schools which the mis-
sions had founded that defined the respectable. Beginning with 
Lovedale and Healdtown in the Eastern Cape, and progress-
ing through Adams College in Natal and Tiger Kloof in the 
Northern Cape - the predecessor of the school where my own 
African experience began - the great mission schools turned 
out a stream of alumni who formed one of the most potent of 
networks. These were the places where the modernising elite of 
South Africa was formed.
It was not an exclusively male elite. In both the Eastern Cape 
and Natal, missionaries made major efforts to educate the 
daughters of their converts, and other young women who 
came to them, in order to provide the possibility of Christian 
marriage and families for their mail adherents. The girls’ de-
partment at Lovedale, or Inanda Seminary outside of Durban, 
were places where the family life of the amaRespectables was 
being created. It was of course, a thoroughly gendered and, in 
modern eyes sexist, form of education, although, as is the way 
with most educational systems, individuals could learn much 
more than was taught. There were numerous girls who were to 
use their education to achieve a degree of independence which 
neither their teachers nor their male kin really appreciated. 
Nevertheless, in the first instance, respectability did little to 
threaten male hegemony in South Africa, and much to main-
tain it.16
The gendered hegemony of the amaRespectables worked itself 
out in the households they created. They came to live in in-
creasing numbers in the cities, particularly those that grew up 
around the diamond and gold mines, notably Kimberley and 
along the Witwatersrand, the line of towns centred on Johan-
nesburg. These men and women signalled their position first 
by their clothing. The dark suits and long, body-concealing 
dresses which appear on the photographs of black South Afri-
cans from the 1870s onwards are saying, non-verbally but quite 
explicitly, that the wearers expected to be treated with respect. 
Further, the houses that they built were rectangular. They were 
filled with the goods which signalled the acceptance of Western 
norms. Tables, chairs, cutlery and crockery, beds and blankets, 
bookcases and wardrobes, these were what the respectable 
needed to establish and maintain their status. This is what was 
advertised in the newspapers and magazines which were aimed 
at the African consumers, above all the women. Throughout 
the 1930s, for example, the magazine Bantu World propagated 
the ideal of the cosy nuclear family, with the husband going 
out to work, and bringing in enough to keep his wife and 
children, without the lady of the house having to earn money 
herself. In fact of course, hardly any African households in the 
towns could survive on a single income, so that most women 
had to have remunerative employment, in addition to keeping 
their household running. Many of the women had invested 
so much in their own education and qualifications, as nurses 
and teachers, above all, that it would have been crazy for them 
to forego the opportunities which they had. But Bantu World 
did not admit this. Each issue had a “woman’s home page” and 
a “page of interest to women of the race”, featuring recipes, 
household hints, religious and moral exhortations and adverts 
for baby food and sewing machines. These pages were com-
piled by the “editress”, seemingly a woman editor, who was in 
fact Rolfes Robert Reginald Dhlomo, one of the leading male 
writers of the time.17
 
How widespread was the take up of the material ideals of 
Christian respectability? In the early 1930s the Native Eco-
nomic Commission sent out questionnaires to the District 
magistrates around the country, asking, among other things, 
“Is there a growing tendency on the part of Natives in your 
district to adopt European dress, homes, furniture, recreation, 
amenities, reading, education, customs in marriage and in the 
employment of servants?”.18 The answers varied, but in all cases 
the Christians were using European goods. To give two exam-
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ples of what was said, the magistrate of Richmond in southern 
Natal commented: “Except in the mission reserves, there is very 
little tendency to adopt European clothes and furniture.”.19 In 
contrast, his counterpart in the coal-mining town of Dundee, 
further north in Natal, wrote that the Africans: 
… live in a different world to that of 25 years ago. Then 
the storekeeper sold beads and cotton sheets to cover 
their nakedness, and grease and red ochre to anoint their 
bodies. Today they sell silks, expensive dress material and 
sewing machines. The huts now contain tables, chairs, 
chests of drawers, beds and stoves. In fact one farmer 
stated to me that the huts are better furnished than his 
own house. They all adopt European dress, houses and 
furniture. They all play tennis, or football and most of 
the Town natives even read a daily paper. They have their 
own concerts. They adopt the European form of mar-
riage and the servant has the same food as Europeans.20
The trend in the direction of a globalised material culture, 
based on European models, was already evident.
 
With the spectacular and counter-conjunctural growth of the 
South African industrial economy in the 1930s and 1940s, 
the size of the black middle class increased very substantially, 
particularly around Johannesburg. In the process, perhaps 
some to the moral dignity which had pervaded the lives of 
the amaRespectables began to dissipate. The iconic figures 
of 1950s black Johannesburg, the journalists of Drum Maga-
zine, were anything but staid.21 On the contrary they lived 
their lives to the full. Nelson Mandela, who was to emerge as 
his generation’s great leader, and among many honours was 
to be awarded an honorary doctorate by this University, was 
considered too much of a playboy to be a serious politician. 
For this reason he was omitted from the discussion which the 
editor of Drum, Anthony Sampson, wrote of the ANC’s most 
prominent figures.22 For all that, the ethnographies of the 
Black Middle Class of the 1950s, show that the level of concern 
for the outward signs of respectability was as high as ever. It 
is reported that one of the main points of debate among the 
group was between those who advocated built-in clothes clos-
ets and those for whom a stand-alone wardrobe, as part of a 
matching bedroom suite, was ideal.23 This may seem totally 
trivial, in the apartheid society that was developing, but it was 
not. These were people who were working to create the sort of 
world in which to live as they hoped, and for whom the details 
of furnishing mattered. It is my contention that the material 
aspirations of the black middle classes provide a vital key to the 
mainsprings of their political activities. There is no academic 
treatment of the development of black material culture and 
consumption patterns in South Africa - I intend to write one 
soon - but this much is clear. The men and women who went 
through the mission schools had been shown the model of a 
life which was both comfortable and moral, and they had ac-
cepted it as a goal for which to strive. This was to become a 
political goal, if it had not always been one. The relationship 
between the world of the everyday and that of high politics is 
generally tighter than historians are wont to consider. It does 
not run only through the impact of household consumption 
on the macro-economy, though this is one of the main con-
duits of such influence. It also determines what it is that poli-
tics is ultimately about, what is behind the claim, made first 
by Harold Macmillan and repeated, in different wording, by 
politicians ever since, that “You’ve never had it so good.”.
 
There are of course arguments that can be made about this ap-
propriation of the conquerors’ life-style. In some ways, the most 
apposite are those made by Tacitus, nearly two millennia ago, 
in his description of the colonial conquest of Britain by the Ro-
mans. He describes how the governor, Agricola, encouraged the 
Britons in their acceptance of the Roman way of life, in language, 
dress, food and the comforts of living. Then, with typical acerbity, 
Tacitus wrote: “All this in their ignorance, they called civilization, 
when it was but a part of their servitude.”.24 Similar, if less elegant, 
comments could be found among a host of post-colonial intellec-
tuals in the recent past. Why then do I argue that the acquisition 
of the material culture of the colonisers was a part of the Black 
South Africans’ liberation, not of their servitude?
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In South Africa, from the early nineteenth century onwards, 
the personal was political, if perhaps not quite in the way in 
which second-wave feminists would have had it in the days of 
my youth. This has been the case at least back to the early nine-
teenth century. It began with the implicit agreement which dr. 
John Philip, superintendent of the London Missionary Society, 
made with the Khoekhoe of the Eastern Cape mission stations. 
In effect this was that, if the Khoekhoe could behave as ci-
vilised men and women, living in good houses, wearing decent 
clothes and not getting drunk in public, then he would ensure 
that they received recognition from colonial society, and a fair 
degree of equality.25 In the eventuality, Philip did not have the 
power to deliver in full on his promises, certainly not in the 
face of British settler racism. All the same, all legal discrimina-
tion on the basis of race was ended by Ordinance 50 of 1828. 
In 1853 the Cape Parliament was established with a non-racial, 
very broad franchise. Thus more was won than might later be 
remembered after it was lost again. Behaving respectably did, 
in the end, have its political rewards.26
The problem was that the successes came at the price of incur-
ring the racist wrath of the British settlers. As I have argued 
in more detail in a number of places, well-clothed, sober and 
respectful Khoekhoe formed a threat to the order which the 
British in particular thought gave them the right to lord it over 
the Cape. It is no use claiming rights on the basis of your civili-
sation if those from whom one wishes to take the land are just 
as civilised as you are.27 Existentially, armed insurgents were a 
much smaller threat, because their behaviour confirmed what 
the Europeans expected of them. A generation or two later, the 
lives of the African amaRespectables were to be blighted by 
much the same sort of prejudices.
Part of the problem for these men and women was that co-
lonial South Africa saw the political and economic relations 
between whites and Africans in terms of a zero-sum game. 
In 1908, John X. Merriman, then Prime Minister of the Cape 
Colony, wrote that the extension of black landownership, 
which was seen as a danger to the whites: 
“from the [African] point of view represents an effort to 
raise themselves to a higher plane than that of mere com-
munal tenure, and marks a distinct advance in civilisa-
tion”.28 
There were thus no forms of cooperation possible, only com-
petition in which the whites could all too easily skew the rules 
to their own advantage. 
This I would argue, explains the contrast between my argu-
ments and those of Tacitus. Agricola encouraged the civilisa-
tion of the Britons as a way to enfeeble them. White South Af-
rica was most grudging in its acceptance of black advancement, 
because it recognised that this would be a threat to its own 
power. Naturally enough, the early political movements in the 
idiom of the west were led by members of the new Christian 
and literate elite. The photos, for instance, of the early leaders 
of the South African Native Congress, and the other precursors 
of the ANC, show them dressed in immaculate suits, shirts, 
ties, shoes and hats.29 This dress signalled a status that they 
had acquired, often with great difficulty, and which they were 
not prepared to relinquish. Their lives were not easy, and they 
could despair of achieving the way of life by which they had 
been tantalised. In 1930 Philemon Ntuli provided the Native 
Economic Commission with an anguished commentary on the 
benefits of education. While he appreciated that education was 
good for personal development, in economic terms:
Education is an affliction to us presently; if I am edu-
cated, I want to be decently dressed; I want to keep my 
body clean; I want to have better food - or more varied 
diet generally than the people who are not educated 
will accept, and generally my tastes are more difficult to 
please than the tastes of the uneducated [African]. …. It 
is the natural ambition of an educated [African] to build 
himself a decent, comfortable home, to bring up his chil-
dren respectably, to clothe and feed them as an educated 
person should.30
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But for such behaviour, which was increasingly becoming a 
social necessity, he did not have the income. Both during the 
era of Segregation, roughly from the creation of the Union of 
South Africa in 1910 to 1948, and during the apartheid pe-
riod, thereafter, government policy was, at the very least, not 
designed with the promotion of black disposable income in 
mind. The state was making black respectability economically 
very difficult At no time did it make any significant attempt 
to conciliate, or to build up a political alliance with, the black 
Christian and urban elite, at least not until it was far too late. 
Despite the hindrances put in their path, this group did be-
gin to grow in significance and spending power, in the 1950s. 
Market researchers were stressing the rise in both the numbers 
and the income of the urban blacks. This conclusion was not 
a politically neutral statement, except in the sense that it was 
welcomed neither by the Government and the white establish-
ment nor by either the ANC and the other main parties in 
the opposition, whether black or white. Nevertheless, the pro-
grammes of the apartheid state were often aimed specifically 
at the stratum of the black population which was prospering 
from the development of the economy. The smashing of the 
mission schools, which had been essential for the development 
of the respectable elite, and the clearing of areas where many 
of them lived, most notably Sophiatown, on the edge of central 
Johannesburg, are the most obvious examples of this.31
It would be ridiculous to explain the resistance to apartheid 
entirely in terms of the exclusion of the nascent black middle 
class from political power, let alone from the pleasures of con-
sumption, even if the behaviour of these sorts of individuals 
since the establishment of a fully democratic South Africa in 
1994 might suggest otherwise. On some rare occasions, these 
sorts of people were themselves the targets of the activists’ ac-
tions, during the violent and unpredictable period of the 1980s 
township revolt.32 More often, probably, it was precisely the 
respected elite who managed to maintain a degree of control 
and to prevent the worst excesses of the struggle.33 The diver-
sity of South African society, and the consequent variation in 
communities’ reactions to changing political developments is 
of course one of the fundamental tenets of research into the 
country’s recent history, though it is sometimes overstressed.
In the end, of course, the old rulers of South Africa gave in to 
the pressure of the opposition, both within and without the 
country. The question is then, why did this happen in 1990, 
and not earlier or later. Alongside geopolitical events, such as 
the fall of the Berlin Wall, the realisation that the prosperity 
of the white middle class could no longer be guaranteed was 
of crucial importance. The productivity of the work force was 
way below the level of South Africa’s main competitors. The 
internal market was unnecessarily restricted. It was here that 
the ostracism of the respectable elite, and more generally of the 
black labour force could be seen for what it was. Worse than 
a crime (which it was too), it was a mistake, one from which 
South Africa has been attempting to recover for the past twenty 
years, with some success. The black middle class is grow-
ing fast, and is now estimated at approximately 4.2 million, 
or about eight per cent of the country’s population. Around 
forty percent of those earning over 30,000 Rand, just about 
2,000 Euro a month, are black.34 These are the people who are 
the spiritual descendants of the men and women who, close 
on two centuries ago, began to demand recognition for their 
achievements in acquiring a respectable life style. It is on their 
labour, and consumption, that the South African economy 
has been growing over the last decades. As yet the growth of 
the economy has not been sufficient to alleviate the poverty, 
disease and associated violence which still disfigure the coun-
try. Whether economic growth will have the effects which are 
desired of it, and over what sort of period, are questions which 
dominate public debate in South Africa, and are not ones 
which a mere historian should attempt to answer. As one of my 
teachers, Ivor Wilks, remarked when discussing the politics of 
West Africa over forty years ago, if he really knew the answer 
to such questions, he would not be teaching undergraduates, 
but rather acting as advisor to those who really have the power 
to make things change. It is a lesson in academic humility that 
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I hope I have never forgotten. For years, indeed, I had another 
quotation from East Coker on my office wall: “And what you 
do not know is the only thing you know”.
Perhaps the admission of ignorance is a good place to stop, and 
to end the formal part of an academic career. There is however, 
one final higher level comment on what I have just said. I hope 
that I have, over the last forty-five minutes and indeed over the 
last forty-five years, made some parts of the history of Africa 
comprehensible. In this I have tried to follow the examples 
of many fine historians, above all John Iliffe, my old supervi-
sor, one of the finest of them all. They have achieved their 
understanding by being able to translate what they discover 
into language and concepts which are applicable outside of the 
continent. African history has been a constant project of com-
batting exoticisation and must remain so.
Finally, I want to thank you all for being here today. Ik dank 
U allen van harte voor uw aanwezigheid. More specifically, I 
want to thank the faculty for making this possible, and also the 
Institute of History and the Opleidingen, Talen en Culturen van 
Afrika and African studies, for their support over many years. I 
am honoured and flattered that so many of my colleagues from 
across the globe and so many ex-students have arranged to be 
here. Het ga jullie goed. May things go well with you! Equally 
I am so glad that my family, both in its Dutch and British sec-
tions, has managed to be here in such numbers. Finally, above 
all, I want to thank Janneke. She knows why.
Pula!
Ik heb gezegd.
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